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Chapter 1
Introduction
In countries the world over, a sector ofinformal employment can be found. Its
workers provide important, even essential, products and services for their economies yet
lack social and worker benefits as well as the protections provided by government
regulation and labor codes. The informal sector is large and growing and exists in every
country in the world, from the most developed to the least. However, high prevalence of
poverty is a strong indicator of a large informal sector. For this reason, the majority fifty to ninety percent - of the total workforce in developing countries is employed in the
informal economy(United Nations 2005). Informal employment in many cases does not
seem all that different from many types offormal employment. Those who work in the
informal sector might work from home,in fields, on farms, on the street, or in small
shops. They perform jobs that are essential to the daily activities of millions of people
around the world. These workers provide necessities such as food and clothing; they sell
material to large companies at low rates; they are hired for short term work on
construction sites and as domestic workers; and they scavenge through waste and metal
scrap to find recyclable materials. These activities are just a few of the many that can fall
under the category ofinformal employment. But what makes these, seemingly legitimate
and necessary,jobs informal? To be able to answer this question it is important to
understand that informal employment can look very much like formal employment
except for its lack of government regulation, social protection, labor codes, and worker
benefits.
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Since the 1980s the informal sector has become an increasingly important world
concern. Its continued growth and importance to the economies of developing countries
has caught the eye of policy makers, international organizations, and statisticians alike.
The International Labour Office reports,“The average(imweighted)share ofthe informal
sector in non-agricultural GDP varies from 27 percent in Northern Africa to a high of41
percent in sub-Saharan Africa”(ILO 2002, 24). These percentages show that output from
the informal sector amounts to a significant share of Gross Domestic Product in
developing countries. In terms of participation, informal employment comprises one half
to three-quarters of non-agricultural employment in developing countries, and when
agricultural employment is included, the number tends to increase considerably for most
countries(Chen 2003, 7).
The large and growing participation rate in the informal sector results in a
considerable number of people working under dangerous conditions, being paid meager
and unreliable salaries, and receiving little if any protections or benefits from employers
and the government. Millions of working poor people are involved in this sector, which,
while giving them needed income, perpetuates their cycle of poverty.
Women are very heavily involved in informal employment, accounting for close
to 90 percent of informal workers in some coimtries in Africa and Asia and close to 70
percent in some countries in Latin America. The prevalence of women in the informal
sector and their concentration in the more precarious informal jobs makes them more
vulnerable to poverty. This thesis examines the disconcerting position of women workers
in the Latin American informal sector and seeks to prove that women are adversely
affected by informal employment trends. In addition, this thesis seeks to explain why
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women are overrepresented in informal sectors and what consequences women s
overrepresentation has on gender relations in Latin America.
The dominance of women in informal employment stems from a variety of
reasons Motives for female involvement are both economic and social and range from
increased dependence on dual incomes to the need for more flexible work schedules. The
availability and ease of entry into informal work are also appealing for women.
However,the consequences of their participation are often negative. In addition to
increased susceptibility to poverty, women’s autonomy and rights are called into
question.
The overrepresentation of women in the informal sector challenges progress being
made towards gender equality in Latin America. In the Latin American context, where
women have traditionally been labeled according to gendered stereotypes and assigned
specific societal roles, female prevalence in the informal sector acts to reinforce gendered
ideas of rights, worth, and ability.
This thesis will draw attention to the problems associated with the
overrepresentation of women in informal work by thoroughly exploring the position of
female workers in the Latin American informal sector. It will first look broadly at the
informal sector by examining the definition, linkages with the formal sector,
measurement trends, and various other components. Current statistics on informal
employment for men and women in Latin America will be used to describe the informal
situation. The following chapter will look at the reasons women are found
disproportionately in the informal sector. This chapter will look at what draws women to
the sector and why women are more likely than men to seek such employment even when
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it negatively impacts them individually and women corporately. The fourth chapter
analyzes the consequences of women’s informal work, demonstrating that generally there
are more negative than positive consequences that accompany female informal
participation.
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Chapter 2
Understanding the Informal Sector
The informal sector is a large and complex part of the economy of Latin America.
It encompasses a wide array of employment types. Informal work ranges from the very
public newspaper vendors on the street comers to garment makers working privately
from their homes. This multifaceted sector is not easy to define and has presented
problems for sociologists, economists, and politicians, who must try to distinguish among
what is considered formal work, informal work, and illegal activity. This chapter is
devoted to defining the informal sector, explaining various categories within the sector,
presenting data and current statistics on the informal economy, and discussing problems
and challenges to accurately measuring informal work. In order to understand why
women work disproportionately in the informal sector and the consequences of their
work, it is important first to have a clear imderstanding of what the informal sector is.
Simply defined the informal sector is a broad market sector that includes workers
and businesses operating outside the confines ofthe law and government regulation. The
definition ofthe informal sector most widely accepted was proposed by the International
Conference of Labour Statisticians in 2003. This employment-based definition explains
that the informal sector consists ofself-employment in informal enterprises and wage
employment in informal jobs. Self-employment consists ofthose people working in
unregistered (informal) enterprises as employers, own account operators\ and unpaid
family workers. Wage workers include those people who are working without legal or
social protection who work either for formal or informal firms, for households, or for no
fixed employer. Informal wage workers can be casual or day laborers, contract workers.
Refers to those informal workers who are self-employed and manage their own informal enterprises.
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domestic workers, or industrial outworkers(home workers)(Chen, Jhabvala, Lund 2002,
5, United Nations 2005, 38).
Criminal activity is often wrongly associated with the informal sector. Even
though informal activity is not within the boundaries oflegally defined employment, it is
not considered criminal. The International Labour Organization clarified the differences
between formal, informal and criminal economies in its 2002 report,“Women and Men
in the Informal Economy: A Statistical Picture.” The report stated,“By definition, the
informal economy is understood to be outside the world ofregular, stable, and protected
employment and of legally regulated enterprises”(ILO 2002,12). These characteristics regularity, stability, and protection - are true offormal employment. In addition, the
report said that the informal sector should not be confused or associated with the criminal
economy. “While production or employment arrangements in the informal economy are
often semi-legal or illegal, the informal economy produces and distributes legal goods
and services. In contrast, the criminal economy deals in illegal goods and services”(12).
For the purposes ofthis thesis, the informal sector can be understood on three
levels (see Figure 1 below). On the most basic level it is important to understand that
informal employment is completely separate from formal employment. Even though
there are parallels between the informal and formal market, the informal sector is a
category unto itself Within the informal market there are two types ofemploymentself-employment and wage employment. These two broad categories make up the second
level. The third and final level through which one can understand the informal sector
consists of the specific jobs that fall under each broad employment category. These
levels of the informal sector are useful in imderstanding how the informal sector is

Caroline Wicker 7

composed. Figure 1 and Figure 2 offer visuals of the informal sector and the formal
sector. As the two figures show, the informal sector mirrors the formal; however, the two
sectors are completely separate. A job is categorized as either formal or informal, but
there are informal jobs that exist under formal companies. An example of this is the
garment maker who is contracted by formal companies to make clothing from her home
at little cost to the company. Even in this complicated scenario, it can be understood that
the garment maker is working informally while the company is operating formally.

Figure 1

Informal Sector

1

I

1

Self-employment

Wage employment

I

I

Specific types ofinformal self-employment

Specific types ofinformal wage employment
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Figure 2

Formal Sector

1

1

1

Self-employment

Wage
employment

I

I

Specific jobs under formal self-employment

Specific jobs under formal wage
employment

Measuring the Informal Sector
In addition to the difficulty of defining the informal sector, the informal sector is
not easily measured. Due to the non-public nature ofinformal work, it often goes
undocumented. Since informal workers and employers do not report to the government,
they are frequently overlooked in the gathering of statistical data. Few countries have
undertaken regular surveys to measure their informal sectors, the number ofinformal
workers, or the sectors’ contribution to GDP. The overlooking ofinformal work in
national studies presents several problems. One ofthese is that total output is not
adequately measured. Informal market production contributes significantly to the
economies of many developing countries, but often goes unnoted. Furthermore, nations
are reaping the benefits of greater national output from the informal market but not
recognizing the workers who are generating the increased output. The ILO report asks.
46

How can one predict and model labour market behavior if a major segment of the total
workforce is not adequately measured or understood?”(ILO 2002, 13).
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Statistics on the informal sector are often hard to compare. This is because each
.99

country interprets the “international statistical definition ofthe informal sector

differently. Countries have the ability to apply different criteria such as size and location
of workplace to distinguish whether a job is formal or informal. The comparability ofthe
data collected is also limited because agriculture is not always included in the statistics.
When informal employment is compared with formal employment, it generally does not
include informal agricultural jobs even though most formal employment statistics do
include the agricultural sector in their total tabulations. The format of data collected from
individual countries also has to be altered fi*equently to make a standard format. These
problems must be addressed and a standard method for estimating the informal sector be
adopted for data compilation.
The data on the informal sector presented in this chapter is based on the
measurement methods of the International Labor Organization.^ This data is not exempt
from the measurement problems discussed previously. However, the ILO came up with
two methods for measuring informal employment that attempt to create uniformity
among their collected data. These methods are indirect ways of estimating total informal
employment outside of agriculture. An assortment of previously existing data is used in
forming estimates for informal employment. Also important to note is that most statistics
on the informal sector exclude the agricultural sector. According to the ILO, agricultural
activities are very important for developing nations, especially for women in those
nations. Therefore, the exclusion of agriculture in statistics reduces the overall estimate
of the informal economy(ILO 2002).

^ Refer to Appendix A at the end of the chapter which further explains the methods used by the
International Labour Organization to obtain estimates.
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Comparing Formal and Informal Market Participation
In developing countries worldwide, informal employment is becoming as
important as formal employment. In terms oflabor market participation, informal
employment comprises one half to three-quarters of non-agricultural employment in
developing countries, and when agricultural employment is included the number tends to
increase considerably for most countries(Chen 2003). Specifically, in Latin America
informal employment comprises 51 percent of total employment, making informal
employment and formal employment close to equal. Table 1.1 and Table 1.2* present
this phenomenon by providing employment statistics from several Latin American
countries. The tables show that the total estimate ofinformal employment accounts for
slightly more than half of total employment. This means that most work is being done
outside formal boundaries and without the support or regulation of Latin American
governments. This is also significant in that it indicates that more than half of workers in
Latin America do not have quality jobs that offer protections and benefits. The United
Nations Development Fund for Women,UNIFEM,reports, “In general, formal
employment is of much better quality than informal employment. Earnings are
significantly higher, incomes are more stable, social protections exist and the risk of
poverty is lower”(United Nations 2005, 45).
Table 1.1 shows that percentages ofinformal involvement vary between
countries. For instance, Chile has a relatively low percentage of informal involvement at
36 percent when compared to Bolivia which has relatively high informal involvement at

* Tables are located at the end of the chapter.
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63 percent. However, most of the eleven countries in this tabulation have informal
estimates quite similar with percentages in the 40s and 50s range.
When looking at the percentages of women and men in Table 1.1, it is clear that
women are more involved in informal employment than men. In several Latin American
countries (Bolivia, Brazil, El Salvador, Guatemala, and Honduras)informal employment
accounts for close to 70 percent of women’s total employment. Men are also heavily
involved in the informal sector, but only in a few cases does men’s informal employment
account for more than 50 percent oftheir total employment. On average for Latin
America, women depend on informal employment for 58 percent of their employment
while men rely on informal employment for only 48 percent. Table 1.1 shows that
women are disproportionately represented in the informal sector and accoimt for a
significantly larger share ofinformal workers than men in Latin America(ILO 2002, 21).
In addition. Table 1.2 shows that formal employment is more standard for males. In only
one country, Honduras, does women’s formal participation rate exceed the male
participation rate. Overall, men are ten percent more likely to have formal work than
women.

Women in Wage Employment and Self-Employment in the Informal Sector
As noted previously, informal work can be categorized as either self-employment
or work done for wages. Table 1.3 shows total percentages of people working in
informal wage employment and self-employment. Self-employment accounts for 60
percent of informal work in Latin America while wage work accounts for 40 percent.
The table also shows that women out-number men in both self-employment and wage
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employment. The overall difference among men and women is minor — no more than
three percentage points. However,in several countries the difference increases to around
20 percentage points.

Self-employment
Self-employment is a larger source of employment than wage employment in
Latin America £ind in most regions in the world. Self-employment is also on the rise.
Table 1.4 shows that worldwide self-employment rose from 26 percent in the 1980s to 32
percent in the 1990s. In addition, self-employment in Latin America is more important
for women than for men. The ILO reports,“roughly 50 percent of women in contrast to
about 35 percent of men are self-employed” in Latin America. Because there are more
men in the total labor force, there is only a slight difference in the actual share of selfemployment with men accounting for 49 percent and women accounting for 51 percent.
Worldwide, men outnumber women in the actual share of non-agricultural selfemployment 64 percent to 36 percent. According to the data collected and shown in
Table 1.4, there is reason to believe that the gap between the number of self-employed
men and women is growing in Latin America. The number ofinformally self-employed
women rose nearly fifteen percent from 1980 to 2000 while the number of men rose only
seven percent(ILO 2002, 22).
Self employment consists ofthree main categories including those workers who
are self-employed with employees (i.e. employers), those who are self-employed without
employees (i.e. own account operators, including independent contractors or free
lancers), and unpaid family workers(ILO 2002, 29). Self-employment ranges from the
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woman selling food from her home to the founder of a multi-employee informal business.
Many workers engaged in “petty trading, service repairs, transport and small
manufacturing activities are independent, self-employed producers, some of whom
employ family labour or a few additional workers”(22).
Table 1.5 breaks down informal self-employment between industrial jobs, trade
work, and service work. Services comprise 45 percent ofself-employment in Latin
America, which is more than trade (31 percent) or industry(24 percent). Women are
responsible for the majority ofinformal service jobs, around 60 percent. This is over 20
percentage points higher than the world average. “Within the service sector, women are
still concentrated in sectors that are traditionally associated with their gender roles,
particularly in community, social and personal services, whereas men dominate the
better-paid sector jobs in financial and business services and real estate”(ILO 2004, 12).
Self-employment through services is especially important to women in Central America,
where it represents 64 percent of non-agricultural self-employment.

Wage Employment
Wage employment is the other component ofthe informal economy. Wage
employment in informal jobs consists of“employees ofinformal enterprises, casual or
day labourers, domestic workers, industrial outworkers (including home-workers),
unregistered or undeclared workers and some sub-sets oftemporary or part-time
workers”(Chen 2003, 4). There is considerably less data on informal wage employment
than on self-employment, but from the available data it is evident that more informal
workers rely on self-employment than wage employment. In the developing world.
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informal wage employment comprises 30 to 40 percent ofinformal employment(8).
Specifically for Latin America informal wage employment represents 40 percent of
informal employment. Table 1.3 presents data on wage employment as a percentage of
non-agricultural informal employment. Even though on average wage employment is
less than self-employment, in four South American countries- Brazil, Chile, Colombia,
and Costa Rica - informal wage employment is more important to women than selfemployment as a means to make money(ILO 2002, 21). By closely examining Table
1.3, one can see that in Brazil women’s wage employment outweighs self-employment by
36 percent. In Chile the difference is 22 percent, in Colombia the difference is 28
percent, and in Costa Rica the difference is 2 percent.

The Informal Jobs in Which Women Work
Home-based workers
Home-based workers fall into both categories- self-employment and wage
employment. “Home-based workers include the self-employed who are engaged in
family businesses or own accoimt operations as well as paid workers working under sub
contracting arrangements”(ILO 2002,43). Home-based workers are not necessarily lowskilled. According to a report by the International Labour Office, home-based work can
include manufacturing and assembly jobs such as sewing, packing, and routine assembly;
artisan production such as weaving, basket-making, embroidery, and carpet-making;
personal service jobs including laundry, beautician and barber, shoe repair, dressmaking,
lodging and catering; clerical work such as typing, data processing, telemarketing,
bookkeeping, and accounting; professional work including tax accounting, legal advising.
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design consulting, computer programming, writing, engineering, architectural, and
medical(ILO 2002, 46). Within these different categories of home-based work there is a
varied level of skill requirement and a wide range of earning possibilities. Most homebased jobs fall somewhere in the middle with women most concentrated in the lower
paying categories.
Generally, home-based workers do not have access to employment benefits or
protection, they are isolated from other workers, have few ways of expressing themselves
to owners, and are forced in many circumstances to work for low wages and absorb many
production costs. Homeworkers are a sub group of home-based workers. These workers
carry out paid work for firms and businesses on a piece-rate basis. Homeworkers are
associated with low wages and manual labor. “Homeworkers are often forced by
circumstances to work for low wages without secure contracts or fnnge benefits and to
cover some production costs (in particular, equipment, space, utility costs)”(ILO 2002,
44). Women are not only over-represented among home-based workers but among
homeworkers as well. For instance, in Argentina 88 percent of home-based workers in
the clothing and footwear industry are women and 87 percent of homeworkers in that
industry are women (Chen, Sebstad, O’Connell 1999,606). This finding is significant
because homeworkers are among the lowest paid workers in the world(ILO 2002, 43).
This means that women are overrepresented in a sector that has very low earnings.
Home-based workers contribute significantly to countries’ economies. In various
studies of the garment industry it was found that 45 percent of garment industry workers
in Venezuela were homeworkers, 31 percent in Argentina, and 30 percent in Mexico. In
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Chile it was found that in the early 1980s up to 60 percent of women’s and children’s
clothing was produced by homeworkers.
Home-based workers face many other problems in addition to low earnings and
high production costs. Another significant setback for many workers is that they do not
know their employer or may not be sure who their employer is. In contract work,
intermediaries (those who supply the workers with goods and receive the finished
product) are often considered the employer even though the intermediary is carr3dng out
orders from someone else. In many cases, the chain ofintermediaries can be long and the
worker has little idea ofthe lead firm for which they work. This obscure relationship
between employer and home-based worker puts the workers at greater risk. As chains
break down the worker may not receive adequate pay or work opportunity firom the lead
company.

Street Vendors
Though not a uniform group, street vendors represent a significant share of
informal sector workers. These vendors sell goods, perform services, and produce and
repair goods. Some of the things street vendors might sell include: food, cigarettes,
newspapers and magazines, manufactured goods, and second-hand goods. While some
vendors have a set location where they work daily, others migrate from location to
location daily, weekly, or monthly. Vendors can work in open-air markets; on street
comers or sidewalks; at railway, bus, or train stations; in business, shopping, or
residential areas; and near construction sites or sports complexes.
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According to the International Labor Organization, women accoimt for a major
share of street vendors and are more likely than men to work in risky situations and earn
less money(ILO 2002, 51). Tamar Diana Wilson reports that over 70 percent of
microcomerciantes (street vendors)in Guayaquil, Ecuador, Quito, Ecuador, and La Paz,
Bolivia were women.
Good estimates of the number of street vendors are difficult to obtain because
national surveys and censuses typically do not ask for location of work. A study ofthe
political economy of street vending in Mexico City estimated that there were 185,600
individuals who claimed street vending as their full time occupation. The study also
estimated that the number would increase by 50 percent if part-time vendors were
included, bringing the number close to 300,000. For Mexico as a whole, Jacques
Charmes in 2002 estimated that there were 1,286,287 street vendors in the country. This
number accounts for four percent of the national labor force (51).
Street vendors face many problems as they attempt to make a living. An
international alliance of street vendors called StreetNet identified common problems
associated with street vending. These problems include: no legal status, no right to vend,
lack of space to sell goods, restrictions on licensing, costs ofregulation, harassment,
bribes, confiscation, evictions, lack of inft-astructure and services, lack ofrepresentation
and voice(ILO 2002, 50).

Waste Collectors
Waste collecting is another example ofinformal activity for many urban families
in Latin America and other developing regions. The United Nations reports, “The only
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available estimate suggests that, in the late 1980s, about 1 percent ofthe urban population
in the developing world survived by scavenging for waste”(United Nations 2005, 70).
Waste collectors scavenge through garbage dumps to find recyclable materials that they
may either sell to large companies or sell independently from homes or small shops.
Materials often collected include metal scrap, cardboard, slightly used clothing and
furniture, mattresses, toys, and numerous other materials. Waste picking is usually a
family activity in that children help parents gather material from garbage dumps.
The United Nations identifies waste collectors in developing countries as playing
“an essential role in helping to clean cities and to supply raw materials to industry”
(United Nations 2005, 70). In developed countries around the world local governments
control waste collection and disposal; however, many underdeveloped countries and
communities, like many in Latin America, lack official entities that control waste
collection.
Waste collectors typically earn very little; however, some collectors receive very
high returns for their collections. Tamar Diana Wilson reports that one family in
Mexicali, Mexico, earned about $135 in one week of waste collecting. She says this
amount is “more than three times as much as two formal-sector workers could earn
working six days a week for minimum wage.” She also notes that even though this
family’s earnings were relatively high, they did not receive benefits such as health care or
pension plans(Wilson 1998, 110). The work of waste collectors is dirty and dangerous.
The collectors, whether men, women, or children, are often exposed to hazardous
materials.
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Domestic Workers
Domestic work is predominately informal work and is dominated by female
workers. Domestic work refers to work that is performed for other people for pay.
Typically domestic workers are responsible for household chores such as taking care of
children and the elderly, cooking, cleaning, sewing, ironing, etc. Often, domestic
workers live with families in order to easily perform household tasks(Draper 1985 and
United Nations 2005).
A large number of domestic workers are migrants who have moved from rural
to urban areas and ethnic minorities living in cities. Paid domestic work represents a
significant proportion of employment for women in urban areas. “Between 30 and 45
percent of urban employed women in various countries work as domestic servants
(Draper 1985, 6).
Elaine Draper describes the situation offemale domestic workers as different
from regular wage workers in Latin America. She explains,“Domestic servants are hired
to provide services, but their employers are not in business and are not making a profit
from their work. In living with her employer, the domestic servant is on call 24 hours a
day, and her activities are more easily monitored than those of other kinds of employees”
(Draper 1985, 7).
Although not impossible, upward mobility is limited for domestic servants in
Latin America. Skills used by domestic workers are typically confined to those that deal
directly with tasks in the home and therefore these workers are offered few opportunities
to develop additional workforce skills. In addition to lack of occupational mobility,
domestic servants are typically not included in or covered by labor legislation and
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standards. There are some instances where domestic work is considered formal. The
United Nations points to workers in South Africa who,in 2002, were included in the
Unemployment Insurance Act(United Nations 2005,69).

Chapter Summary
In summary, the informal sector is a broad category of a market economy that
encompasses types of employment that are not government regulated or sanctioned. The
unregulated nature of the informal sector sets it apart from the formal market sector
where there are standards and accountability for both workers and employers. Similar to
formal work, informal employment includes both work done for wage and selfemployment.
The importance of the informal sector in Latin America cannot be ignored.
Informal activity contributes significantly to the economies of Latin America countries.
The informal sector not only boosts national output but also provides employment for
close to half of the working population. The large number of people employed in the
informal sector are working without state-mandated protections and benefits. These
unregulated jobs also lack a sense of stability that accompanies many formaljobs.
Women are overrepresented in the informal sector, usually occupying the least
secure and lowest paying positions within the sector. They participate at a rate ten
percent greater than men. The following chapters will explain why women are more
involved in informal employment than men and what effects the informal sector has on
women.
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Tables and Notes for Chapter 1
Table 1.1 Informal employment in non-agricultural employment, by sex
1994/2000
Informal
Employment

Women's Informal
Employment as a
Percentage of
Women's Total
Employment

Men's Informal
Employment as a
Percentage of
Men's Total
Employment

Bolivia

63

74

55

Brazil

60

67

55

Chile

36

44

31

Colombia

38

44

34

Costa Rica

44

48

42

El Salvador

57

69

46

Guatemala

56

69

47

Honduras

58

65

74

Mexico
Dominican
Rep

55

55

54

48

50

47

47

47

47

51

58

48

Country

Venezuela
Latin
America
Total

Source: Constructed from data collected in “Women and Men in the Informal Economy: A Statistical
Picture.” International Labour Organization, 2002:19.
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Table 1.2 Formal employment in non-agricultural employment, by sex
1994/2000
Women's
Men's Formal
Formal
Employment
Formal
as a
Employment as
Employment
a Percentage of Percentage of
Total
Total
Country
Employment
Employment
Bolivia

37

26

45

Brazil

40

37

45

Chile

64

56

69

Colombia

62

56

66

Costa Rica

56

52

58

El Salvador

43

31

53

Guatemala

44

31

53

Honduras

42

35

26

Mexico

45

45

46

Dominican Rep

52

50

53

Venzuela

53

53

53

Latin America
Total

49

42

52

Source: Constructed from data collected in “Women and Men in the Informal Economy: A Statistical
Picture.” International Labour Organization, 2002:19.
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Table 1.3 Wage and self-employment in non-agricultural informal employment
by sex, 1994/2000
Self-employment as a
percentage of nonagricultural informal
employment

Wage employment as a
percentage of nonagricultural informal
employment

Total

Women

Men

Total

Women

Men

Bolivia

81

91

71

19

9

29

Brazil

41

32

50

59

68

50

Chile

52

39

64

48

61

36

Colombia

38

36

40

62

64

60

Costa Rica

55

49

59

45

51

41

Dominican Rep

74

63

80

26

37

20

El Salavador

65

71

57

35

29

43

Guatemala

60

65

55

40

35

45

Honduras

72

77

65

28

23

35

Mexico

54

53

54

46

47

46

Venezuela

69

66

70

31

34

30

60

63

61

40

42

39

Country

Latin America Totai

Source: “Progress of the World’s Women: Women, Work,and Poverty.” United Nations Development Fund for
Women,2006:40.
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Table 1.4 Self-employment as percentage of non-agricultural employment
1980/1989
1990/2000
Region
Total
Women
Men
Total
Women
Men
World

26

28

25

32

34

27

Developed Regions

13

11

14

12

10

14

Africa

44

58

37

48

53

37

Asia

26

24

26

32

32

30

Latin America

29

30

27

44

54

35

30

32

27

40

54

29

29

29

29

43

51

38

Central America
South America

25
67
55
43
27
28
Caribbean
Source:“Women and Men in the Informal Economy: A Statistical Picture.” International Labour
Organization, 2002:22.

Table 1.5 Percentage distribution of non-agricultural self-employment by sector: 1990/2000
Trade
Services
Industry
Region
Total
Women
Men Total
Women
Men Total
Women
Men
Latin America

24

14

32

31

27

27

45

58

40

Central America
South America
Caribbean

24

16

31

27

20

26

48

64

44

25

33
35

29
48

26

26

46

51

35

33

60
41

41

19

14
8

World

30

25

33

38

39

35

32

36

33

Source:“Women and Men in the Informal Economy: A Statistical Picture.” International Labour
Organization, 2002:23.
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Appendix A: Estimating Informal Employment
“The so-called “residual method” is an indirect approach to estimating total informal employment
and its major components outside of agriculture. It is based on existing published statistical data which are
available in many developing countries.
The basic data required for this estimation procedure are to be found in tabulations based on the
population census, labour force survey or another type of household survey that cross-classify industrial
sectors (i.e., agriculture, mining, manufacturing, trade and services) by employment status (i.e., employers,
own-account workers, family workers, employees) and by sex. While many coimtries collect these data,
they often do not tabulate or publish them. As a result, estimates of the informal economy using the first
residual method could be made for only 35 countries and fewer, a total of 25, had data disaggregated by
sex. The second residual method requires additional data on employment in the informal enterprises which
is to be derived from special informal sector surveys or mixed (household and enterprise) surveys.
Residual Method 1
The starting point is to determine the size of the total non-agricultural workforce .
The second step is to determine the number of formal employees in the non-agricultural workforce based
on an establishment survey, an economic census, or other administrative sources that record the legal status
of firms. Those paid workers who work in corporations or quasi-corporations or other legally registered
firms should be classified as formal employees. Generally, economic censuses do not include civil servants
and military forces. Therefore, it is also necessary to obtain an estimate of these government workers from
other sources and add them to the number offormal employees.
The third step is to estimate total informal employment(outside of agriculture) by subtracting the
number offormal employees(based on the economic census or establishment survey) from the total nonagricultural workforce (based on the population census or labour force survey). The estimates from the
population census or labour force survey will always be larger than those from the economic census or
establishment survey because the latter sources do not capture employment outside formal establishments.
This difference represents a residual estimate of total informal employment.
The fourth step is to divide the total non-agricultural workforce into paid employees and selfemployed. This can be done from the table classifying the workforce by employment status (i.e.,
employers, own-account, contributing family workers and employees). This can be done for the nonagricultural workforce only if the tabulations cross-classify employment by industrial sector and by
employment status. An estimate can then be prepared for a) paid employees and b)the self-employed
(employers, own account, and unpaid family workers) in the non-agricultural workforce. The selfemployed so derived will typically include some high-end professionals and employers of registered
enterprises, who are not considered to be informally employed. These categories are assiuned to be small
worldwide and smaller in developing countries than in developed countries.
The fifth step is to derive an estimate ofinformal paid employment(outside of agriculture) by
subtracting the number of self-employed (from step 4)from total informal enployment(the residual
obtained in step 3). It will include employees of informal enterprises. It may exclude some subcontracted
paid workers who declare themselves as self-employed.
Residual Method 2
If a direct measure of employment in the informal enterprises is available(from mixed surveys or special
informal sector surveys), then another residual method can be used. These kinds of estimates are available
only for India, Kenya, Mexico, Tunisia, and South Africa.
The starting point is to determine the size of the total non-agricultural workforce .
The second step is to determine the number offormal employees in the total non-agricultural
workforce, as above.
The third step is to estimate total informal employment(outside of agriculture) by subtracting the
number of formal employees from the total non-agricultural workforce, as above.
The fourth step is to determme total employment in the informal enterprises based on special
informal sector surveys or special mixed household-enterprise surveys. In some coimtries or industries, it
might include some formal or standard employees working in informal enterprises. But this category is
assumed to be very small. It might exclude some undeclared informal employees of informal enterprises.
Although the latter category is assumed to be quite small, it is important to note that both informal and
formal enterprises may under-declare their paid employees.
The fifth step is to estimate informal employment outside the informal enterprises . This is derived
by subtracting employment in the informal enterprises from the estimate of total informal employment(the
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residual obtained in step 2). This second residual is an estimate ofinformal wage work outside informal
enterprises: that is, informal jobs for formal firms, for households, or when there is no fixed employer. It
may include some imdeclared employees of informal enterprises. Also, it may exclude some sub-contracted
paid workers who declare themselves as self-employed”(ILO 2002, 18).
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Chapter 3
Why Women Work Informally
Women are entering the paid labor force in large numbers in both developed and
developing regions. Women’s share of the labor force has increased in almost all regions
ofthe world. The largest increase occurred in Latin America, where women constituted
little more than a quarter of the labor force in 1980 but by 1997 made up a third ofthe
labor force in Central America and two-fifths in South America. Worldwide women
constitute approximately one-third of all workers, yet only about one-fifth ofthe world’s
wages go to women (Tzannatos 1998, 291). This imbalance is in large part due to the
types of work in which women are involved. As the previous chapter showed, women in
developing regions such as Latin America are more likely to find paid work in the
informal economy, which offers little personal or financial security. Women constitute a
majority ofinformal workers in all Latin American countries. In this sector earnings are
generally much lower, protections and benefits virtually non-existent, and working
conditions often sub-standard. So what is it that draws women into informal jobs? And
why do more women than men work informally? The answers to these questions are not
straightforward and can vary dramatically from woman to woman. However,there are
some common economic, social, and cultural reasons why women enter the informal
sector. Some women choose to work informally because it offers them flexibility and the
ability to spend more time at home. For other women,the informal sector is a last resort
when employment in the formal sector cannot be attained. This chapter examines the
pertinent economic, social, and cultural factors that limit women’s access to formal
employment and encourage their participation in informal types of work.
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Economic Factors
Economic policies that governments institute and economic conditions present in
those countries have tremendous impacts on the lives of citizens. High unemployment
rates, government restructuring programs, and high poverty levels push people into the
informal sector in large numbers.
Structural adjustment programs implemented in Latin America have affected
women’s ability to find employment in the formal sector. In the 1970s and 1980s many
Latin American countries faced severe economic crisis as Import Substitution
Industrialization (ISI) fell stagnant and the world faced a terrible oil crisis. The policies
of ISI brought wealth and industry to Latin America in the previous decades. It helped
Latin America overcome its economic dependency on European countries by bringing
industry to the region. Instead of having to import manufactured products from Europe,
Latin American countries began to produce them domestically. However, by the 1970s
ISI proved ineffective at providing long-term solutions to economic instability and
underdevelopment. Many coimtries experienced increases in income inequality, growing
government bureaucracies, and declining quality of goods produced in Latin America.
Werner Baer writes,
By the opening ofthe seventies ... there is considerable doubt about ISI’s
success in solving the region’s development problems. In many countries
the possibilities for further import substitution had disappeared. Industrial
growth had slowed,job opportunities in industry for Latin America’s
rapidly growing urban population were scare, income distribution had in
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many countries either remained unchanged or had become more
concentrated than in the early post-world war years, and most industrial
goods produced within the region were priced so high that export
possibilities were severely limited (Bear 1972, 95).
In addition, Latin American countries were forced to borrow heavily from other countries
and generate large government budget deficits in order to generate any growth under ISI
policies. Along with meager growth, infiation was reaching alarming levels in many
countries. ISI was not the answer to achieving prolonged growth in the region.
Due to the brewing economic crisis, the International Monetary Fund and the
World Bank stepped in and instituted structural adjustment programs to help Latin
America overcome its problems. Latin American countries had to meet the conditions set
forward in the structural adjustment programs in order to gain access to new loans and be
able to renegotiate existing loans(Brian and Kelly 1999, 533). Structural adjustment
called for countries to open up their trade markets and dramatically decrease government
spending. The decrease in government spending meant that many government programs
and jobs had to be cut. After the implementation ofstructural adjustment in Mexico,the
annual unemployment rate balanced at a high 18 percent from 1987 to 1993. The
underemployment rate was even greater and is estimated to have reached 40 percent at
times (Summerfield and Aslandbeigui 1998, 332). Women were the most affected by the
cut in employment because they represented the majority of public workers(United
Nations 2005). In her book. Women in the Third World, Karen Kinnear states.
In some countries, structural adjustment policies have been harmful
influences on women’s work and the well-being of children and families.
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Unemployment has risen, with women losing the most jobs; education.
health, and other social programs that were funded by the government
have lost funding or have suffered reduced funding; and,in some
instances, women’s access to land and credit has decreased (Kinnear 1997,
29).
As Kinnear states, the effects of structural adjustment programs on women were
manifested in a number of ways. The effects ofthe government cuts were harmful for
women in Latin America and continue to be seen. According to the International Labour
Office’s report,“Global Employment Trends,” women in Latin America experienced ten
percent unemployment in 2003(ILO 8, 2004).
Structural adjustment policies have increased women’s involvement and
dependency on informal work in several ways. Most directly, women who once looked
to public employment as a source of reliable formal employment found themselves
without those options after the implementation of structural adjustment. Informal jobs
became safety nets for those women who could not find formal employment in the
saturated job market. While specific data documenting this shift from formal to informal
work after structural adjustment is not available, several sources such as the United
Nations, Women in the Third World, The International Labor Organization, and others
have pointed to structural adjustment as an augmenter ofthe informal economy.
Structural adjustment also resulted in the privatization of many services such as
health, education, welfare, and housing which were previously paid for by the state.
Without the cushion of many social service programs to help take care of children and the
elderly, women had to re-evaluate how to spend time between work and care
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responsibilities. The United Nations Development Fund for Women explains “it is
women who pay the costs of this individualization of care”(United Nations 2005, 25).
Without those programs to help women support and care for their families, women have
to take on the burden of that care by themselves. More time taking care of children and
the elderly limits the ability of women to participate in formal employment. The option
for some women was to find employment that allowed them to work from home or near
home. This type of work is often informal, home-based work.
Apart from structural adjustment, other state policies affect the ability of women
to engage in paid formal employment. Policies regarding maternity leave, sick leave, and
day care service for children all impact women’s ability to take jobs in the formal setting.
If a woman’s formal job does not offer adequate maternity leave or time off to take care
of children, the woman will consequently experience difficulty maintaining her formal
job and her family responsibilities. As noted earlier, informal employment does not
present the often rigid restrictions offormal employment,thus making informal
employment a more workable option for women with families.
Yet another economic factor that affects the involvement of women in the
informal economy is the growing necessity of dual incomes for families. In many cases
the salaries of women are vital to the wellbeing ofthe family. As cited previously, in
general women’s participation in the labor force is increasing. This increase can be
attributed to many different factors, including families’ growing dependence on the salary
of both the husband and wife. The reasons for the need of dual incomes may be
attributed to decreasing salaries, inadequate incomes, rising expectations, and widespread
poverty. Some families rely on a double income so that they can maintain or enhance
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their comfortable way of life. A woman might be expected to augment the family income
in order to send children to college or so that the family may enjoy a better lifestyle and
have more opportunities. On the other hand,some families depend on a dual income to
be able to put food on the table and simply survive (United Nations 2005, 26). In a
scenario such as this the salary many family members is needed and important to the
wellbeing of the family. According to the World Employment Report “the majority of
the poor of working age receive inadequate incomes from their labour, which leaves them
and their families below the poverty line”(World Employment Report 2005, 24). In
Latin America and the Caribbeein, an estimated 13.5 percent of working poor^ people live
on less than $1 US dollar a day(around 30 million in 2003), while 33.1 percent live on
less than $2 US dollars a day (24). The report admits,“There is a very high likelihood
that people who constitute the working poor work in the informal economy”(26). The
International Labour Office’s 2004 report, “Global Employment Trends,” states that “out
of the 550 million working poor in the world, an estimated 330 million are women - a
share of60 percent.” The report goes on to say that “400 million decentjobs would be
needed to satisfy women’s demand for decent work”(ILO 2004, 3).
Another economic factor affecting women is their relative lack of access to
certain assets such as land and other forms of collateral in Latin America. This
deficiency of collateral often hurts the ability of women to get loans and consequently
start businesses(Kinnear 1997). Women’s ability to start formal businesses is thus
restricted.

^ The term “working poor” refers to those people who work but do not earn enough to lift themselves and
their families above the poverty line(Global Employment Trends ILO 2004, 3).
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Cultural and Social Factors
Social factors that limit women’s access to formal employment and encourage
their participation in informal employment include those gender-based values that
mandate the proper role of women in society. Latin American culture has traditionally
had clear-cut roles for both men and women. These rigid gender roles result from the
strong influences of Catholicism and machismo in Latin American society. A woman’s
place is in the home taking care of children, cooking, cleaning, and meeting the needs of
the husband. In contrast, a male’s role is in the public sphere. He is the head ofthe
household and financial provider for the family. His role is that of the male bread
winner, and the male-bread winner should not participate or aid in household
responsibilities.
Catholicism is one institution in Latin America that has mandated an appropriate
societal role for women. The Catholic Church places social limitations on the mobility of
women in the work force and indirectly encourages women to work informally. The
precepts of the Catholic Church prescribe that women maintain a strong position in the
home. This is often difficult for women who are employed formally. Furthermore, the
role of the wife is considered crucial to the daily functioning ofthe family, and strong
emphasis is placed on her reproductive role. Informal work offers women the possibility
of earning money without neglecting their household responsibilities. The abovementioned precepts ofthe Church seem to suggest that work apart from a woman’s
domestic responsibilities is unacceptable and the focus of women should primarily be on
the needs of their families.
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Machismo, another prevalent gender ideology, restricts women’s employment
mobility. Machismo is a belief that males have a right to exert dominance over women in
all aspects. The male is the leader and controller ofthe woman and her importance is
found though the man. Machista ideals are deeply embedded in Latin American culture.
It is thought by many scholars that these machista beliefs originated when Spaniards first
came to the Americas. Spanish men exerted dominance over indigenous women and
looked to them as sexual objects. This practice has survived centuries and still exists
today as fathers instill machista ideals in their offspring. Joseph A. Ellis writes,
“Machismo is not only a virtue but a way of life.... The woman’s place is in the home;
the daughter is to be sheltered, protected, and chaperoned. For the Latin American, the
North American family is much too liberal, too undisciplined, and ineffectual in
influencing the lives of its members”(1971,172). The influence of machismo has lasting
results not only on men’s perception of women but on a woman’s perception of herself
and her importance. Socialization begins at a very early age. Children are greatly
influenced by how their parents interact with one another, how parents treat children, and
how they are treated in environments such as school and work. Informal work can fit
easily into the role that females have been taught is theirs - productive, care, and
domestic work.
Machistas oppose a woman’s right to work or engage in other traditionally male
roles. As wives enter the workforce in order to meet the needs oftheir family, the
superiority of the husband is called into question. In order to avoid conflict in the home,
women have the option of working informally from their homes or near their homes.
This option still secures the male’s position in the public sphere and the female’s position
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in the private and domestic sphere. It also secures the male’s continued superiority over
the wife and children.
These strongly rooted gender ideologies limit the ability of women to work
formally. Women are not given the same opportunities as men and are often limited to
specific job areas that tend to be extensions oftheir domestic work. Traditional and
societal roles in Latin America put primary responsibility for taking care of others
(including both community and family members)and household chores on women.
Benson Honig discusses gender roles in Latin America in his article “Women in the
Informal Sector of the Economy.” He explains,“These roles are structured such that
productive activity, whether it is economic or house work, is considered ‘women’s work’
and fails to carry the requisite credibility necessary for advancement and growth”(Honig
1998, 284). Consequently, since men are more ‘credible’ they are afforded more
economic opportunity. Men are also considered to have greater employment mobility
because they are not tied to housework and do not have to stay close to home for their
jobs. Women are further relegated to informal employment due to assumptions that there
is a limited range ofjobs appropriate for women. Women are thought to give more
attention to detail and have more patience than men, which inclines them to work in
industries such as “textiles, garments, and electronics.” These industries are particularly
disposed to becoming informal factory jobs or informal jobs contracted out to be done in
homes and small shops(Stromquist 1998, 3).
Elaine Draper explains that there are laws in place in many Latin American
countries that limit and protect women workers. She also says that there are some state
training programs that restrict women’s access to skilled industrial jobs, while
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simultaneously targeting men as likely candidates for those jobs. These restrictions or
^4

protections” have negative consequences because they limit the mobility of women
workers in the formal sector. In many cases the very laws that were meant to help
women are harming them instead. Women are not able to enjoy the full spectrum of
employment because there are laws based on discriminatory gender ideologies that
restrict them (Draper 1985).
The ILO warns,“Female stereotypes, such as caring, docile care-giver and homebased worker, are still being reinforced and may be perpetuated into the next generation
if restricted and inferior labour market opportunities for women continue to lead to
underinvestment in women’s education, training and experience”(Global Employment
Trends 2004, 13).
Education is another area where male achievement is deemed more important
than female achievement. Since the man is responsible for earning money and providing
for his family it is more important for him to receive a good education. “Women usually
have less education and more constrained mobility than men, and this reduces their labor
price, occupational choices, and earnings”(Tzannatos 1998, 294). Recently in Latin
America, education disparities between men and women have narrowed. In most Latin
American countries the gap has closed in primary education and girls are outperforming
boys. However, UNESCO’s report on gender and education notes,
Gender parity does not always translate into greater equality. In this
region, as elsewhere, girls are still unable to convert their academic edge
over boys into greater equality in other spheres of life. Boys’ education
under-achievement has not yet resulted in their falling behind
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economically and politically and women may need higher qualifications to
compete successfully for jobs, equal pay, and managerial positions
(UNESCO 2004).

Apart from gender ideologies, there are other social factors that draw women into
the the informal sector. For many women the flexibility ofinformal work makes the
informal sector appealing. For some women there would be no way to work in a formal
job due to the constraints placed on her by unpaid care responsibilities. The United
Nations Development Fund for Women defines unpaid care work as those services done
within the household for other household or community members. It is work that is
essential for the wellbeing of families. This type of work has “costs in terms oftime and
energy and arises out of a social or contractual obligation, such as marriage or less formal
social relationships”(United Nations 2005, 24). The majority of women informal
workers are self-employed and work from their homes(home-based work). Home-based
workers do not have set schedules and are not required to work daily for a set number of
hours. Women who work from home are able to adjust their work hours to fit the needs
of their families. Women can care for young children, elderly parents and work
simultaneously. They can also perform the other domestic chores required of many Latin
American women such as cooking, cleaning, sewing, etc.

Conclusion
These economic, social, and cultural factors mentioned above help explain why
women are overrepresented in the informal sector. Even as women become more
responsible for family income, men continue to take on very little household and care
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work. Women’s responsibilities are twofold - including those in the home that receive
no pay and those either inside or outside ofthe home that bring in revenue. This double
burden puts constraints on what women can do and often limits them to informal
employment.
It is striking to see how,even in the twenty-first century, women maintain a lower
status in society than men and how that status affects the opportunities that are afforded
them. Possibilities for employment, mobility, assets, and credit are not as readily
available to women as to men. These limitations have negative consequences on women,
their families, and society as a whole.
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Chapter 4
Informality and its Effects: The Insecure Position of Women in the Informal Sector
Understanding the plight of women workers in the informal sector requires
careful evaluation of the consequences of their involvement. Women tend to work in
areas of the informal sector that subject them to greater hardships than men. While
informal participation does offer benefits such as schedule flexibility, skill development,
and tax-evasion, the negative aspects ofinformal work greatly diminish the social and
economic position of women in society. These negative aspects include a widening of
the gender-based wage gap, heightened risk of poverty, segregation ofthe work force.
diminishment of worker safety and rights, and elimination of work-related benefits.

Wage Gap
One of the main consequences of women’s involvement in the informal sector is
the gender-based wage gap. Throughout the world women face a wage gap in both
formal and informal employment when compared with men; however, the gap in earnings
is more pronounced in the informal sector(United Nations 2005). Figures la and lb*
illustrate this phenomenon. As domestic workers, private wage workers, own-account
workers, and employers women make less than men. In the domestic and own-account
categories, women earn only roughly half of what male workers earn. In only one
instance (public wage in El Salvador) do the earnings of women surpass those of men.
There are several reasons why women earn less than men in the informal sector.
One is that men are concentrated in higher and more lucrative informal employment

* Figures are located at the end of the chapter.
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categories. For instance, men are more likely than women to work as employers or wage
workers - occupations in which earnings tend to be higher. In contrast, women are more
concentrated in employment categories where the work is performed at home or
contracted for small jobs by larger enterprises. Women are also highly represented in
casual and domestic jobs, which are less profitable forms ofemployment(Nkinyangi
1995, 12). The United Nations Development Fund for Women(UNIFEM)examined
segments of informal work in its 2005 report on “The Progress ofthe World’s Women.”
The report found that in Costa Rica and El Salvador, for example, a greater percentage of
men work as employers and wage workers while a greater percentage of women work as
own-account workers, domestic workers, and unpaid family workers(United Nations
2005). Figures 2a and 2b highlight these findings. UNIFEM recently found that
“domestic work and informal non-agricultural own-account employment- employment
categories with large numbers of women - have significantly lower hourly earnings
compared to all forms of formal employment and lower earnings relative to all categories
of informal employment”(United Nations 2005,47). The UNIFEM report goes on to
explain,“A hierarchy exists in which women are disproportionately represented in
segments with low earnings”(United Nation 2005, 50).
Another explanation for the increase in the wage gap is that, while women work
more total hours, much of this time involves unpaid care work responsibilities. On the
other hand, men typically work fewer hours in total, but participate in more hours of paid
labor. Simply put, women find themselves spending many uncompensated hours taking
care of others. In addition, even within identical informal employment categories the
hourly earnings for women fall below those of men (United Nations 2005, 50). The cases
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of Costa Rica and El Salvador illustrate this nicely. As noted previously. Figure lb
presents women’s hourly earnings as a percentage of men’s by employment status for
Costa Rica and El Salvador. In each employment category, with the exception of public
wage in El Salvador, women’s earnings are less than the earnings of men. For instance.
in El Salvador a female informal employer would only make 84 cents for every dollar
that a male informal employer would make. In domestic work the difference in earnings
is even more pronounced with women earning roughly half of what male domestic
workers earn.

Increased Poverty
Although any type of work,formal or informal, is likely to increase the standard
of living for women,a woman’s participation in the informal sector, as opposed to the
formal sector, leads to heightened financial insecurity and puts her at greater economic
risk (Danes, Winters, Whiteford 1987). As the UNIFEM report clearly states, “Poverty
rates among informal workers are higher than those among formal workers”(United
Nations 2005, 51). Figure 3a helps explain the relation between poverty and type of
employment. Formal wage employment offers the lowest risk of poverty with informal
industrial outwork offering the highest risk of poverty. Higher overall incomes from
formal work can be attributed to the increased stability of wage and work conditions
associated with formal employment(Nkinyangi 1995). However, opportunities are
minimal for women in Latin America to obtain formaljobs that also allow them to
continue caring for their families. With fewer opportunities for formal work,informal
employment becomes the only viable option for women and with that comes greater risk
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of poverty. Figure 3b illustrates how women dominate the lower paying occupations
within the informal sector(United Nations 2005). Since the connection between working
in the informal sector and being poor is stronger for women than for men,it is not
surprising that poverty rates among women in the informal sector are higher than poverty
rates for men (Chen, Jhabvala, Lund 2002,12).

Segregated Workforce
As noted previously, women have greater social demands put on their time due to
gendered responsibilities in unpaid care work. Many women are forced to take on the
majority of household and care work and at the same time engage in other paid and
unpaid work. The possible number of work-for-wage hours is thus reduced, and women
are not able to participate in some market activities. The long hours of care work also
mean that many women are more likely to work from home,consequently reducing
employment opportunities and increasing the likelihood ofinformal market participation.
All of these factors lead to a work force that is segregated. For instance, women are
channeled into occupations of paid work that are typical outflows oftheir domestic and
care work (refer to Figure 3c). At the “Meeting of Experts on Women in the Informal
Sector,” participants suggested that women’s jobs in informal work were locked to
“traditional women’s roles(such as weaving, knitting and sewing, and craft work)”
(Nkinyangi 1995, 5). On the other hand, men’s work is not tied to other responsibilities.
Elaine Draper asserts that while men go offto work, women are left behind to tend to the
needs of the home and children. Therefore, the paid labor of women tends to closely
resemble that of their private domestic work (Draper 1985,12).
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Worker Safety and Rights
Because of their concentration in riskier and more unstable jobs, women working
in the informal sector face greater risks in terms ofsafety, employee rights, and social
protection.

As Martha Chen, Renana Jhabvala, and Frances Lund explain,“Those who

work in the informal sector face greater work related risks than those who work in the
formal sector. Dependent informal workers have little assurance or guarantee of work.
low wages or earnings, few worker benefits and unsafe or unhealthy working conditions'
(Chen, Jhabvala, Lund 2002, 13). Within the informal sector there are neither labor laws
nor a set of enumerated rights for workers. Lourdes Beneria points out that there is “no
consistency of work contracts, difficult working conditions, and long hours of work”
(Beneria 2001, 39). Problems associated with poor health and safety conditions are seen
in informal work. For example, the report on “The Progress ofthe World’s Women’
looks at hazards associated with different types ofinformal work such as exposure to
disease, weather, and hazardous material as well as physical aliments. They found that
some of the common problems associated with garment making include neck and back
problems, pain in limbs and joints, poor vision resulting from eye strain, headaches.
dizziness, fatigue, and respiratory problems associated with dust and textile fibers
(United Nations 2005, 65).
Women who face discrimination in informal work have no governmental labor
code to protect them. Beneria shows that gendered layoffs and job relocations are
common for women in the informal sector, acting as further obstacles to the advancement
of women. The nature of the informal sector makes it hard for women to organize and
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demand protection from things such as discrimination and poor working conditions.
Furthermore, the legal status and rights ofinformal workers are uncertain and they have
no outlet through which to voice problems or concerns(Ghersi 1997, United Nations
2005). There are, however,instances where women have had success in organizing
informal workers. For instance, StreetNet International, an alliance ofinternational street
traders, identified 770 associations of women and men street vendors in the city of Sao
Paulo, Brazil (United Nations 2005, 77). Even though there is evidence of organization
such as the street vendors in Brazil, most organizations ofinformal workers are small and
face limitations in what they can do for their members.
The lack of enumerated rights and protections for informal workers encourages
exploitation by employers and subcontractors. Again, this is a much more severe
problem for women because of their overrepresentation in the informal sector. In an
article published by the Pan American Health Organization, Monica Bolis, the Regional
Adviser on Health Legislation, addresses the problems oftemporary informal work. She
says.
Temporary workers in Latin America do not have adequate protection, and the
situation is growing more complicated as we move from informal work into what
is now known as flexibility in the labor market. Informal workers are generally
employed outside the mainstream. They are independents but work in poorly paid
occupations, such as street vendors or home repairmen. In the new flexible labor
market, contracts are signed that provide only partial benefits, leaving workers in
this system without access to health or other social services (Gutierrez 2000).
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Lack of Benefits
In addition to physical hazards associated with informal labor, workers also lack
employment-related fringe benefits enjoyed by many in the formal sector. Since informal
jobs are not recognized by the state, employers are not required to provide benefits such
as childcare, healthcare, sick leave, overtime compensation,retirement savings, or social
security. Such benefits can provide added social and economic stability to workers. For
women, benefits such as childcare and healthcare help ease the burden of a double work
day - paid work along with unpaid care work. Women informal workers end up having
to work harder to cover the costs of not having these benefits(United Nations 2005).

Some Positive Consequences of Women’s Informal Sector Participation
Despite these negative consequences, informal market participation is viewed by
many in a positive light. Informal work is usually more flexible than formal work,
allowing women to have more control over their schedules as they try to balance market
work with household responsibilities(Danes, Winter, Whiteford 1987). Working at or
near one’s home offers convenience to those women facing the pressures of unpaid care
work. In addition, informal entrepreneurs are thought to benefit from avoidance oftaxes
and from extra-legal use of property for production means. By operating informally, a
business can gain a competitive advantage over other small businesses operating above
board and paying taxes(United Nations 2005). However,tax avoidance by informal
enterprises has negative effects on the population as a whole as it reduces the
government’s capacity to care and provide for its citizens. Another positive aspect ofthe
informal market is that it helps bring in income for people who cannot find formal jobs or
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who simply desire to bring in extra income to augment the overall family budget. These
people 2ire willing to cope with the negative consequences ofthe informal sector because.
for them, the benefits outweigh the costs(Ghersi 1997). In other words, on the individual
level having an informal job might be better than having no job at all.
The informal sector can also have positive effects on the economy as a whole.
The participants in the “Meeting of Experts on Women in the Informal Sector” talked
about the positive potential of the informal market. This meeting, which took place in
Gigiri, Kenya in 1995, sought to address women’s involvement in informal work and
show women’s substantial contributions to economies as a whole. In the context of
positive potential for the informal sector, panelists pointed to its ability to create jobs,
contribute to outputs of goods and services, alleviate negative and unintended
consequences of structural adjustment programs, adapt easily to market fluctuations, and
develop skilled workers. However,the participants also noted,“the potential for the
informal sector to generate more employment and incomes under the prevailing social
and economic conditions has been somewhat exaggerated”(Nkinyangi 1995, 5).

Conclusions
The informal sector in Latin America is growing as government institutions cling
to laws £md policies that make formal employment difficult and even impossible. These
policies, for example,include excessive levels of red tape that prolong and prevent
processes for receiving title to real property or licenses for industry, small businesses or
shops. The economist Hernando de Soto describes informality as a necessity for much of
the population in Peru. The legal system ofthe country makes it very difficult, time-
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consuming, and costly to enter into formal economic activities(de Soto 1989). The
situation de Soto describes is not isolated to Peru but is evident in every country of Latin
America to varying degrees.
Women are likely to continue participating disproportionately in informal
activities due to inequality and traditional gendered responsibilities. Other women
voluntarily choose to participate informally for a variety ofreasons ranging from the
flexibility of their schedule to their inability to find desirable formal work. Regardless of
the reasons, women are faced with negative consequences as a result oftheir informal
involvement.
There is little doubt that women’s informal employment has adverse effects.
Because women often work outside the boundaries ofthe law they do not receive statemandated benefits, labor rights, or worker protections. Informal involvement also
increases a woman’s risk of poverty, segregates the work force into gender-based
categories, and increases the wage gap. Considering the magnitude ofthese negative
effects it is hard to accept the assertion that the overrepresentation of women in the
informal sector is due solely to such factors as the attractiveness ofschedule flexibility
and proximity of one’s work to home. Although those positive aspects ofinformal work
are incentives for some women,it is unlikely that such a large number of women would
choose flexibility over certain securities like health care benefits, minimum wage
requirements, and worker rights. On balance, the informal sector and women’s over
representation therein jeopardizes the position of women in Latin America.
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Figure 1a: Women's Hourly Earnings as a
Percentage of Men's Hourly Earnings - Formal
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Figure 1b: Women's Hourly Earnings as a
Percentage of Men's Hourly Earnings - Informal
Sector
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Figure 2a: Percentage of Women's and Men's
Informal Employment by Employment Status
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Chapter 5
Conclusion
The previous three chapters have painted a picture of women in informal
employment in Latin America by looking at the composition ofthe informal sector, the
factors that draw women to work informally, and the effects that informal participation
has on women. The prognosis for women is not good. Their informal involvement
proves to be a disempowering factor and creates deeper structural and social divides
between men and women in Latin American society.
The informal sector is an important source ofemployment for countries in Latin
America. In many of these countries informal employment out-weighs formal
employment, meaning that over half ofthe working people in Latin America are working
outside the parameters of the law. In other words, such people do not have access to
worker benefits and protections. In addition, most ofthese workers are isolated and not
only lack support from the government but fellow workers as well.
Women hold a disproportionate number ofinformaljobs in comparison to men.
The jobs where women are most concentrated are the lowest paying and least secure of
the sector. Women are more likely than men to work as home-based workers,
homeworkers, industrial out-workers, street traders, and domestic care workers. Women
are also more likely to be employed in jobs that require low skills and have few
possibilities for mobility. On the other hand, men are more likely to be employers,
entrepreneurs, and heads ofinformal businesses.
At surface level, the domination of women in informal work is puzzling - why
would women work in a sector that perpetuates their poverty and inequality, offers few
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benefits and protections, and often subjects them to hazardous working conditions?
Furthermore, the solution seems to be quite simple and merely requires women to move
from the informal sector to formal types of employment. Unfortunately, the solution is
not this easy as women in Latin America face strong social, cultural, and economic
limitations which make formal work difficult and often impossible. The reasons for
women’s overrepresentation in the informal sector and their additional overrepresentation
in the lower rungs ofinformal employment are many. Gender ideologies represent one
factor that greatly limits the employment possibilities of women and relegates them to the
lowest positions in informal work. Machismo and Catholicism mandate the position of
women as care giver and domestic provider. Ideologies limitjob opportunities by
prescribing certain jobs as appropriate for women and others not. Appropriate jobs are
those that tailor to the domestic responsibilities of women.
Other reasons for the overrepresentation of women in informal work have to do
with employment fluctuations. Structural adjustment programs eliminated manyjobs that
female workers had previously relied on. In turn, many ofthose workers turned to the
informal sector. In addition, economic policies that limit services such as child care and
health care force women to take on responsibilities offormal work as well as the totality
of their domestic work. The rigidity ofthe formal work schedule and the demands ofthe
home are often too burdensome and women must find work that allows them more
flexibility, work primarily found in the informal sector. Women also work informally
because of the need for two household incomes to make ends meet as poverty levels rise.
As noted previously, informal jobs offer greater flexibility for women who are
trying to balance the burdens of paid work and unpaid domestic work. Informal
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employment allows women to work from or near home as well as at non-specific hours.
Nevertheless, the few positives ofinformal work, such as schedule flexibility, are
overshadowed by issues that take grander tolls on women and their social standing.
There can be little doubt that the effects ofinformal work on women and society
are numerous and complex. Furthermore, it is clear that these complex effects are more
often negative than positive for females as a group in Latin America. Due to low
earnings in the sector and the absence ofservices to assist workers, female informal
workers are at greater risk ofincreasing their poverty. This means that women’s families
are at risk as well. Women informal workers face greater risks in terms of safety,
employee rights and benefits than male informal workers. Women suffer from
discrimination and exploitation in informaljobs at a high level and have no labor codes to
protect them. For society as a whole, female informal participation is only widening the
gap between the status of men and women. This can be seen, for example, in the large
wage gap between the earnings of men and women in the informal sector. Additionally,
women’s domination in positions of little prestige, low pay, and insecurity in the informal
sector perpetuate women’s subordinate status. The Pan American Health Organization
explains.
The disproportionate number of women among the poorest social sectors
is rooted, first, in the pre-eminence that society assigns to the reproductive
role in women’s lives, which limits their opportunities to participate in the
productive sphere. Second, and more importantly, it is rooted in the lack
of social value and recogmtion of“feminine” labour, in the home
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(reproductive) as well as in the labour market(productive)(PAHO 2005,
2).
Many Latin American women who work informally work out ofnecessity, others
out ofconvenience and added economic opportunity, and still others out of a lack of
awareness of opportunities outside the realm ofinformal work. Even with an
understanding that many risks and negative consequences accompany informal work, a
large number of women consider this type of work an avenue through which to better
their situation. Again, informal work is often a better option than no work at all.
Defining and measuring informal work is exceedingly difficult; however,
improving the position of workers in this sector proves to be the most challenging task.
Due to the complexity of the sector, coming up with solutions to improving the status of
informal workers can be overwhelming. Altering a social structure and implementing
concrete steps to better the position of women is, needless to say, complicated and
difficult.
Many different proposals for improving the informal sector have been made. The
International Labor Organization advocates the necessity for improved statistics in order
to advance the position ofinformal workers. Knowledge ofthe magnitude and location
of informal workers in certain countries will help countries adequately target informal
jobs and investigate how to bring those workers under the protection offormal work.
The United Nations believes that better organization among informal workers and
worker cooperatives will better the situation of women. UNIFEM states, “Organizing
can begin to address the costs and risks ofinformal work as well as the vulnerability,
insecurity and dependence commonly experienced by women whose lives are controlled
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by powerful cultural, economic and political forces(United Nations 2005, 75). The
initiative for organizing informal workers must come from the women themselves as well
as governments and non-governmental organizations. Organizing will put women in
support groups where they are able to pool resources, mobilize in support ofother
women,create networks ofsocial protection, demand certain worker guarantees, fight
against discrimination, and influence policy at the state and local level.
In addition, various non-governmental organizations, such as the United Nations
and International Labor Organization, see advantages for informal workers in training
programs, education, improved technology, more access to credit institutions, increased
research, and representative voices at the local and national policy making levels. These
methods are, no doubt, important in enhancing the position ofinformal workers;
however, more must be done to reduce the number of women in the informal sector.
Specific steps must be taken to assure that women will not continue to be further
stratified because of their employment options.
International pressure should be used to encourage Latin American governments
to actively pursue policies that will diminish informal activity and encourage formalized
employment. This pressure should also apply specifically to the position of women
workers, who are suffering as a result oftheir overrepresentation in informal
employment. Additionally, developed nations, such as the United States, should continue
to embrace free trade, including the removal of tariffs and import duties. These countries
should resist protectionist policies that discourage Americans from purchasing goods
made in Latin America. If poor, working women in Latin America are willing to
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